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ABSTRACT
This paper proposes a re-conceptualization and ameasurement instrument for street-level
workers’ interaction styles. Interaction styles are a relevant lens giving insight into how
discretion is used and how street-level behaviour affects clients’ motivation and engage-
ment. The re-conceptualization builds on a revision of May and Winter's interaction style
concept from the perspective of the psychological self-determination theory. Data from
349 caseworkers of the Flemish employment service were collected via an online survey
and analysed with factor and latent class analysis. Findings support a four-dimensional
interaction style concept and reveal seven types of caseworkers along these dimensions.
KEYWORDS Street-level bureaucracy; interaction styles; active labour market policies; latent class analysis;
self-determination theory
Introduction
Presenting his perspectives on the future of implementation research at the end of the
1990s,Winter (1999)made a plea to investigate the character of street-levelworkers’ day-to-
day interactions with their clients to move the field of research forward. In particular, he
referred to the already established tradition of studying inspectors’ ‘enforcement styles,’ that
is, their degree of formalism and use of coercion. Over time, other political scientists,
sociologists, and psychologists too have studied the interaction styles (also called ‘motiva-
tion styles’) of diverse street-level workers in the same and in other policy domains (e.g.
social workers and teachers). This paper argues why it is important to continue the study of
the dimensions, antecedents, and consequences of interaction styles in political sciences. In
addition, to foster future knowledge accumulation and theory building, the paper presents
(1) a renewed theoretical foundation for the interaction style concept and (2) a new
measurement instrument to allow for more congruence between and comparability of
future empirical studies.
The unremitted importance of studying street-level workers’ interaction
styles
Winter’s (1999) argument to study inter-individual variation in interaction styles was
threefold. Winter’s first and main argument to study interaction styles was that
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implementation scholars should shift the focus from goal achievement to street-level
behaviour. Taking goal achievement or the implementation gap as perspective for the
investigation of street-level behaviour, scholars risk entangling the empirical investi-
gation of discretion-as-used with its normative assessment. As a result, the street level
is overly blamed for policy failure (Winter 1999; Hill and Hupe 2003; Barrett 2004),
and the solution is short-sightedly sought in curtailing discretion (Elmore 1980;
Brodkin 2016). Therefore, the normative assessment of how discretion is used by
street-level workers must be distinguished from and preceded by the empirical
analysis of how discretion-is-used (Winter 1999; Hill and Hupe 2003). Moreover,
Winter (2003) considers the interaction style concept as a more neutral lens to street-
level behaviour than concepts like coping which focus on the dysfunctional aspects of
street-level behaviour (acknowledged by Lipsky [1980] 2010, xvii–xviii). Furthermore,
the interaction style perspective to discretion-as-used can correct for an ever-stronger
focus on quantitative instead of qualitative outputs under the pressure of new
managerialism (Brodkin 2011). Thus, research on interaction styles is relevant in its
own right to get a more complete insight in street-level workers’ behaviour which
goes beyond their actual decisions and coping behaviours.
In addition, Winter (1999) argued that the empirical investigation of the variation
(or lack thereof) in interaction styles should contribute to knowledge accumulation
and the development of middle-range theories on the factors that explain this
variation (i.e. the antecedents of interaction styles). In the same vein, more recently,
Hupe and Buffat (2014) proposed to investigate how the gap between action pre-
scriptions (demands) and action resources (supply) resulting from the constellation
of enabling and constraining micro, meso, and macro factors affects how street-level
workers use their discretion. Brodkin (2016) proposed to take an enabling rather than
a curtailing approach to discretion by investigating the conditions that are required
for street-level workers to deliver qualitative and responsive services.
Though, the ultimate goal of studying interaction styles according to Winter
(1999) is to learn how these styles affect clients’ motivations and behaviour in
order to make policy interventions more effective (i.e. the consequences of interaction
styles). It is particularly this goal which has driven and still drives the research on
interaction styles both in political sciences and in social psychology. Indeed, it is an
ongoing debate what motivates clients to partake in policy interventions and comply
with regulations and how this motivation can be affected by the street-level workers
(see e.g. Schneider and Ingram 1990; Le Grand 1997; Wright 2012; Pautz, Rinfret,
and Rorie 2017).
The state of the art in the next section attests to an ongoing tradition of research
on interaction styles in political sciences, in particular, the study of regulatory and
social policy. Yet, the state of the art also appears scattered both at the theoretical and
at the methodological levels, hence impeding knowledge accumulation. In particular,
scholars remain puzzled about the constitutive dimensions of street-level workers’
interaction styles when it comes to how these affect their clients’ motivation and
behaviour. Thus, to foster the development and testing of middle-range theories on
street-level workers’ interaction styles and their consequences for client outcomes, (1)
a theory-based re-conceptualization is required of the dimensions that constitute
street-level workers’ interaction styles as well as (2) a measurement instrument that
allows for more congruence and comparability in the empirical investigation.
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Section ‘A re-conceptualisation of street-level interaction styles by building upon
the self-determination theory on human motivation’ presents the theory-based re-
conceptualization of interaction styles by linking up the original work of May and
Winter (1999, 2000) with social psychological self-determination theory (SDT) ori-
ginally developed by Deci and Ryan (1985). The latter theoretical framework corre-
sponds in several respects with the work of May and Winter. The interest of social
psychology in motivation styles of practitioners relates to the finding that common,
non-intervention-specific factors may have an evenly if not stronger influence on
patients’ engagement in and the success of a treatment than the actual therapeutic
intervention (for an overview, see Hasenfeld [1992] 2010; Van Yperen et al. 2010).
Examples of such factors which are not part of the therapy as such but of the general
approach of the practitioners are the way in which they build rapport and empathy
(Lambert and Bergin 1994); the extent to which they listen to patients’ concerns
(Moore et al. 2004); and whether they promote the therapy in a collaborative or a
confrontational way (Vansteenkiste and Sheldon 2006). Recent SDT research has
looked into the motivation styles of more typical street-level bureaucrats, namely
teachers and their impact on students’ motivation and achievement (see e.g.
Vansteenkiste et al. 2005; Cheon, Reeve, and Moon 2012). Moreover, Vansteenkiste
and Van den Broeck (2014) proposed to investigate the motivation styles of case-
workers at public employment service to understand how they motivate their clients
in taking action to find a job.
Sections 'The re-conceptualization of interaction styles put to an empirical test'
and 'Discussion' present and discuss an empirical application of the developed
interaction style concept using a newly developed measurement instrument to inves-
tigate the inter-individual variation in interaction styles of caseworkers delivering
employment services in a context of activation of jobseekers. The relevance of
activation as case lies in the fact that it is seen as an intrinsically ambiguous practice.
Activation relies on a mix of counselling and controlling activities by the caseworker
vis-à-vis the clients. At the same time, active engagement and effective cooperation
imply a role for clients which goes beyond the mere compliance with obligations. The
empirical application allows to assess the relevance of the distinguished theoretical
dimensions as well as to typify the variation in caseworkers’ interaction styles along
these dimensions.
The paper ends by pointing out the strengths as well as potential improvements of
the presented interaction style concept and the measurement instrument (see section
'Conclusions and ways forward').
State of the art of research into interaction styles
This section sketches the state of the art of research into interaction styles that aimed
at identifying the main dimensions of street-level workers’ interaction styles and how
these affect client outcomes (in particular, motivation and behaviour). Within poli-
tical sciences, street-level workers’ interaction styles have mainly been investigated in
studies on regulatory and on social policy. It is important to note that the conducted
literature review revealed that multiple scholars conducted research on street-level
workers’ interaction style(s) (dimensions) without actually coining the object of their
study as such. Moreover, not all studies have eventually been published in peer-
reviewed journals or books. The here presented state of the art strives for exhaustion
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on the level of issues at stake rather than on the level of quantity of work published.
Since the state of the art with regard to regulatory policy has been discussed at length
in other publications (see e.g. May and Winter 2012; Nielsen 2016), the focus here is
on the conclusions to be drawn from this state of the art. Such state of the art has not
been made yet for the investigation of interaction styles in the study of social policy
and will thus be discussed more at length.
Research on interaction styles in the study of regulatory policy
Overviewing the state of the art of research on enforcement styles in the study of
regulatory policy, May and Winter (2012, 222) conclude that despite a large body of
research, it remains unresolved what constitutes and affects enforcement styles and how
these styles affect clients’ compliance. A first ongoing debate relates to the question
whether enforcement styles are one- or multidimensional. A unidimensional interpreta-
tion distinguishes a punitive, rule-oriented, and strict enforcement style from an accom-
modative and conciliatory one. However, other scholars have argued that the two ends of
this continuum are multifaceted and that regulators’ actions with regard to these facets
are too diverse to consider them as relating to one end. For instance, Hutter (1989)
identified two subtypes within the accommodative style: a persuasive and an insistent
strategy – the latter being ‘less benevolent and less flexible’ than the former. Furthermore,
drawing a typology of the enforcement styles applied by the municipal regulators vis-à-
vis farmers, May andWinter (2000) find that formalism and coercion do not necessarily
go hand in hand.
A second ongoing debate relates to how inspectors’ enforcement styles affect
compliance (Bardach and Kagan [1982] 2002; May and Winter 2012). A shift is
remarkable over time: whereas it was formerly assumed that citizens or firms can
only be motivated to comply with regulations by use of coercion, motivation is now
considered as a much more complex phenomenon downsizing the relative impor-
tance of coercive approaches and favouring more cooperative approaches (Pautz,
Rinfret, and Rorie 2017). Hence, the interest in which individual- and organizational-
level factors foster cooperation among regulator and regulatees is growing (Nielsen
2016; Pautz, Rinfret, and Rorie 2017).
Research on interaction styles in the study of social policy
In the study of social policy, it was the shift from passive towards activating labour
market policies that triggered research on the extent to which and how exactly
caseworkers combine their cooperative guidance role and policing role. A first set
of social policy studies consists of those in which the conceptualization of interaction
styles is developed inductively by analysing data gathered via observations and in-
depth interviews. To start, Benarrosh (2006; discussed by Dzimira 2007) distin-
guished four types of caseworkers at the French public employment service ANPE
(Agence nationale pour l'emploi [National Agency for Work]) along two axes: (1) the
degree of conditionality and (2) the degree of adaptation of the client to the organiza-
tion. The ANPE caseworkers combine (non-)conditionality and (non-)personaliza-
tion once symmetrically and then non-symmetrically.
Building on a survey among 320 caseworkers and 126 interviews with caseworkers,
teachers, and participants, Djuve and Kavli (2014) identified two ideal types among
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caseworkers in the activating Introductory Programme for immigrants in Norway.
So-called ‘clerks’ act strict and rule-bounded in their contacts with clients, while so-
called ‘carers’ are more flexible and open to the client. While the former tend to
overrule choices of clients, the latter are more ready to adapt to the client.
McDonald and Marston (2005) analysed twelve in-depth interviews with case-
workers and twelve with clients from profit and non-profit providers of employment
services in the Job Network in two states in Australia. They identified three modes of
authority used by the caseworkers in their contacts with clients aimed at altering the
(self-)conduct of clients: empathetic authority, pedagogic authority, and coercive
authority.
Last, Bruhn and Ekström (2017) observed and inductively analysed the telephone
conversations of caseworkers at the Swedish Board for Study Support with students
applying for loans. They found that despite the fact that the setting is rather highly
rule-governed caseworkers invoked and negotiated rules in various ways bending
more or less to clients’ wishes and showing more or less empathy even in similar
situations.
A second set of (mainly quantitative) social policy studies links the variation in
interaction styles to outcomes at the client level. Some of these outcomes are more
directly within the street-level bureaucrats’ reach (e.g. engagement and compliance),
whereas others are more distant (e.g. transition to employment). Weatherall and
Markwardt (2010) who built further on the conceptualization and the measures of the
interaction styles concept developed byWinter (2003; see section ‘A re-conceptualization
of street-level interaction styles by building upon the self-determination theory on
human motivation’) studied the influence of caseworkers’ interaction styles on their
unemployed clients’ transitions from unemployment. Applyingmultinomial logit regres-
sion, the authors find that keeping professional distance (opposite of empathy) has a
negative effect on the transition to employment (compared to transitions to other labour
market statuses) both for insured and for non-insured clients. Neither formalism nor
coercion affected the transition to employment of the two groups of clients. Though, in
comparison with the socio-economic characteristics of the clients, caseworker behaviour
is found to explain rather a minor part of the variation in clients’ transitions.
Riccio and Hasenfeld (1996) investigated the role of personalized attention and
sanctions as two strategies to elicit compliance in mandatory welfare-to-work GAIN
programmes in the twenty local offices of six purposefully selected counties in California
at the end of 1980s. Personalized attention is understood as disposing of time to get to
know clients and their situation and acting as helper rather than as rule enforcer. This
score is based upon a nine-item scale in the staff survey. So as to measure the use of
sanctions, the researchers looked at the formal penalty rate, i.e. ‘the proportion of
recipients ever placed in conciliation, sanctioned, or slated for sanctioning within the
first 11 months after attending a GAIN orientation’ (523). The data consist of a share of
the 23,000 single parents that were randomly assigned to or excluded from the GAIN
programme. The researchers found a negative correlation between the formal penalty
rate of the twenty local offices and the average scores of offices on the personalized
attention scale. There is also a negative correlation between the formal sanction rate and
the share of recipients that participated once in a GAIN activity as well as the share that
participated enduringly, whereas there is a positive correlation between personalized
attention and the share of short and enduring participation. However, the size of the
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correlation drops to a level that is no longer statistically significantly different from zero if
one office with an extremely low participation rate is included.
Behncke, Frölich, and Lechner (2010) conducted a quantitative study on the dual
role of caseworkers in the regional employment offices in Switzerland. They first
measured the degree to which caseworkers are ready to ‘cooperate’ with clients’
wishes using a one indicator question ‘How important do you consider the co-
operation with the jobseeker, regarding placements in jobs, and assignment of active
labour market programmes?’ (three answer categories). In a second step, they inves-
tigated the relation between the degree of cooperation and the degree of policing.
They found that less cooperative caseworkers attach more importance to control and
sanctions than to counselling and are more likely to put pressure on their clients by
assigning them to programmes and by controlling their availability for work. The
statistical analyses of client–caseworker matched data showed that caseworkers who
put less emphasis on a co-operative relationship with their clients increase their
employment chances in the short and medium term.
Bloom, Hill, and Riccio (2003) looked into the effect of the emphasis that case-
workers put on (1) quick job entry, (2) personalized client attention, and (3) close
client monitoring on the future earnings of clients after participating in a welfare-to-
work programme compared to a control group of non-participants. These interaction
style dimensions were measured with a survey among staff but aggregated at office
level for analysis. The researchers further controlled for caseload size, client char-
acteristics, and the local economic environment by applying a multilevel statistical
design. The sample consisted of 69,399 programmes (GAIN, NEWWS, and PI) and
control group members and 1,225 caseworkers and 194 supervisors from local offices
completed the survey. A positive effect on earnings is found for emphasis on quick
job entry and personalized client attention, but high caseloads undermine pro-
gramme effectiveness.
Last, Toerien et al. (2015) explained the higher performance in job placements of
the private Employment Zone offices compared to the public Job Centre Plus offices
in the UK by pointing to the differences in ‘advisory styles.’ The former caseworkers
are found to be ‘more collaborative, directive, proactive, positive and challenging’ (15,
original emphasis). Hence, they are believed to be better at balancing their dual role
of counsellor and enforcer such that the clients have a sense of sovereignty in the
process and experience the exercised control as in their own interest. Their findings
are based on inductive conversation analysis of eighty-eight video and audio record-
ings of advisory interviews between caseworkers and clients; forty-eight from
Jobcentre Plus (JCP) and forty from Employment Zone (EZ) offices.
Conclusion on the state of the art
Overall, the presented state of the art in both regulatory and social policy studies points
to a myriad of interaction style conceptualizations based to a limited extent on
theoretical frameworks on the one hand and diverse inductive empirical analyses on
the other. A large set of potential interaction style aspects comes to the fore, but it
remains unclear to what extent they are extreme ends of one dimension or form
dimensions in their own right. Moreover, the state of the art attests to the need for
more insight into how different interaction style aspects affect client outcomes. Indeed,
the studies reported above point in different directions. For instance, Behncke, Frölich,
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and Lechner (2010) conclude that employment chances of clients are increased if
caseworkers put less emphasis on cooperation, whereas Toerien et al. (2015) 2015
believe that the higher performance in job placements in the private versus the public
offices is thanks to the more collaborative approach of the former. While the state of
the art provides evidence that interaction styles do matter for client outcomes, the
study of Weatherall and Markwardt (2010) suggests that the role of caseworkers in the
larger set of factors affecting client outcomes is relatively minor.
A re-conceptualization of street-level interaction styles by building upon
the SDT on human motivation
This section presents the original interaction style concept as it was developed by
May and Winter (1999, 2000) as well as the concept of ‘motivation styles’ as it is
developed in the SDT on motivation. Next, it is argued why the work of May and
Winter has been valuable and how linking it up with the psychological concept of
motivation styles leads to an improved theory-based conceptualization.
The original work of May and Winter
May and Winter (1999, 2000) developed a concept and measurement instrument to
investigate how municipal inspectors enforce agro-environmental regulations upon
farmers in Denmark. Applying a principal component analysis of the survey
responses of inspectors from 216 municipalities with regard to the character of
their interactions with farmers, they distinguished two enforcement style dimensions:
the degree of formalism and the degree of coercion. Whereas the former points to the
rigidity and formality of the interaction, the latter relates to the severity of the use of
threats. Later on, Winter (2003) enlarged the concept of enforcement styles by adding
a third dimension – degree of empathy – so as to make it applicable to social policies.
May and Winter’s conceptualization of street-level bureaucrats’ ‘enforcement
styles’ is based on an a priori developed theoretical framework on human motivation
for which they built to a large extent on the work of Burby and Paterson (1993;
Winter and May 2001). The latter framework is based on social control theory which
distinguishes the following bases for client compliance with regulatory policy: incen-
tives, norms/morals, and coercion (Burby and Paterson refer to Etzioni 1961; Wood
1974; Balch 1980). Thus Winter and May (2001, 676) distinguish three ‘not necessa-
rily mutually exclusive’ motivations to comply: calculated, normative, and social
motivations. Individuals’ motivations to comply with a regulation are considered as
calculated if they are the result of a weighing of the costs and benefits of compliance
so as to choose the action with the highest net return. Building on Becker (1968),
Winter and May (2001, 676–677) expect that the following aspects affect these
calculations: the likelihood of detection (which increases when the frequency of
inspection increases), the speed, certainty and size of the sanctions, and the cost of
compliance. A second kind of motivation for compliance according to Winter and
May (2001) is internalized normative commitments. Regulated entities are expected to
comply if they experience a moral sense of duty and if they agree with the importance
(reasonable and fair) of the regulation. Social motivation is defined as the ‘desire of
the regulated to earn the approval and respect of significant people with whom they
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interact’ which may lead to normative motivations in the longer run through
socialization (authors refer to Grasmick and Bursik 1990).
Winter and May (2001) expect that regulators’ degree of formalism and coercion
affect social motivation because they shape social expectations. They do not expect a
direct relation between the degree of formalism and coercion on the one hand and
calculated and normative motivations on the other.
The social psychological SDT
The social psychological SDT in turn is a macro-theory of motivation, emotion, and
personality which has been under development for more than 40 years and builds on
the seminal work of psychologists Deci and Ryan (1985, 2000). SDT subscribes to
positive psychology as it focuses on human strengths and positive outcomes rather
than adopting a disease model (Deci and Vansteenkiste 2004).
The basic assumption of SDT is that people are by nature proactively inclined towards
psychological growth and integration (Deci and Ryan 2000). Though for these inherent
processes to continue, people must experience support for three basic psychological
needs from their (social) environment. People’s need for autonomy is ‘the desire to
experience personal ownership over one’s actions, thoughts, and emotions and to engage
in an activity with a sense of volition and psychological freedom’ (Vansteenkiste and Van
den Broeck 2014, 2). The need for relatedness is ‘the desire to develop satisfying and
deeply anchored relationships’ and the need for competence ‘the desire to feel effective in
what one does and in mastering new skills in the process’ (2–3).
SDT research showed that there is a direct relation between the extent to which
their basic needs are satisfied/frustrated and the quality of people’s motivations (Deci
and Ryan 2000). The quality of motivation is a continuum ranging from controlled to
autonomous motivation.1 Ordered by degree of strength, autonomous motivation for
an activity results from the joy of or interest in the activity in itself; the personal
conviction that the activity is useful; or an agreement with an underlying norm. In
contrast, controlled motivation implies that people engage in an activity due to
internal (e.g. shame or guilt) or external pressure (e.g. a sanction or reward).
Conditions that support people’s basic needs will foster autonomous motivation,
whereas need frustrating conditions will undermine this motivation.
In terms of SDT thinking, and applied to the ambiguous context of employment
activation, Vansteenkiste and Van den Broeck (2014, 14–15) state that the following
is required for an employment service caseworkers’ interaction style to be basic need
supportive2:
● autonomy supportive: allowing for participation and dialogue, provide choice,
being open for the perspective of the client, and giving meaningful rationale for
limitations of choice
● competence/structure supportive: setting out rules and expectations clearly,
making stepwise realistic plans, and offering support and realistic feedback
● relatedness supportive: showing a concern with the clients’ situation.
Yet, caseworkers may also dissatisfy or even frustrate the basic needs of their
clients, for instance, when they act in a controlling (instead of an autonomy suppor-
tive) way. A controlling style implies threatening with external consequences (e.g.
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sanctions) or the exertion of internal pressure by using controlling language (i.e.
overly pointing to personal responsibility).
Towards a renewed conceptualization of interaction styles
Looking at the conceptual work done by May and Winter from the perspective of
SDT reveals striking similarities. Yet, the comparison also shows that the work of
May and Winter can be further improved in three respects (see Table 1).
First, both theoretical frameworks distinguish multiple motivational sources.
Compared to SDT, May and Winter overlook a key motivational source: intrinsic
motivation (see first row of Table 1). To recall, this is the ultimate form of auton-
omous motivation as people engage in activities out of sheer pleasure.
Second, SDT suggests additional relevant interaction style dimensions (see
second row of Table 1). To start, the dimension ‘coercion’ in May and Winter’s
framework parallels with the notion of autonomy frustration by threatening
with sanctions in SDT. Autonomy frustration in SDT is broader though in
that it also comprises endogenous pressure in the form of controlling, disciplin-
ing language that aims at triggering a sense of shame or guilt within the client.
Moreover, since Winter and May (2001) overlooked the possibility that clients
can be intrinsically motivated to engage in services, they did not think off an
autonomy supportive interaction style dimension, i.e. offering genuine choice
and justifying limitation of choice. Next, the dimension ‘formalism’ in May and
Winter’s framework partly overlaps with ‘competence support’ in SDT as both
imply that the street-level bureaucrat clearly sets out the rules and expectations.
Competence support in SDT is broader though as it also entails that street-level
Table 1. Comparison of motivations and the interaction style dimensions which affect them according to,
respectively, Winter and SDT.
May and Winter Revision based on SDT
Motivations Degree of internalization:
– Calculated motivation
– Social motivation
– External pressure
– Introjected regulation
– Identification
– Normative sense of duty – Internalization
– Intrinsic (passion)
Interaction style
dimensions
(1) Support for basic human needs:
– Autonomy support: open to perspective, providing
choice, and justification for limitation of choice
– Empathy
– Formalism
– Relatedness support: empathy and availability
– Competence support: clear expectations
+ stepwise, tailored to capacities, and strengthening
by linking-up and giving feedback
– Coercion
(2) Frustration of basic human needs: Autonomy
frustration:
– External pressure by threatening with external
consequences
– Internal pressure by controlling/guilt/shame-indu-
cing language
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bureaucrats support their clients by proceeding stepwise and by strengthening
their clients with realistic feedback. In addition, formalism implies autonomy
frustration in those cases where bureaucrats apply rules so strictly that there is
no room left for the clients’ perspective. May and Winter’s third dimension,
empathy, clearly matches with the dimension ‘relatedness support’ in SDT.
In a third respect, SDT helps to completely spell out how motivation may be
driven by interaction styles – an aspect which is missing in the work of May and
Winter (see above). Interaction styles that are supportive of people’s basic needs
foster autonomous motivation, whereas styles that frustrate basic needs may lower
autonomous and trigger controlled motivation.
To conclude, the renewed conceptualization distinguishes three pairs of interac-
tion style dimensions that are expected to affect client motivation and behaviour, that
is, the degree to which street-level bureaucrats act in an autonomy supportive versus
controlling way (1a&b), a competence supportive versus chaotic way (2a&b), and a
relatedness supportive versus a cold way (3a&b) vis-à-vis their clients. The first pair is
put to an empirical test in the next section.
The re-conceptualization of interaction styles put to an empirical test
Time has come to put the theoretical re-conceptualization of interaction styles to
the test in a real empirical case. First and foremost, the aim of the empirical test
case presented below was to develop a valid instrument to measure interaction
styles in the field of social policy, in particular labour market activation policy. In
addition, the empirical test case aimed to tackle a theoretical and empirical issue.
Theoretically, a long-lasting debate in the field of regulatory policy relates to the
question whether enforcement styles are one- or multidimensional (see section
‘State of the art of research into interaction styles’). Similarly, among self-deter-
mination scholars, there is a debate as to whether or not an autonomy supportive
and controlling style are two opposite ends of one continuum. In several studies
on the interaction styles of teachers, a statistically significant though substantially
moderate negative correlation was found between these two dimensions (see
Reeve et al. 2014). This suggests that teachers consider both sets of behaviours
as compatible rather than as mutually exclusive. Thus, in both fields, there is
growing evidence for a multidimensional concept which we expect to be con-
firmed again here. The empirical issue relates to the question whether the con-
ceptualization allows to identify interpersonal variation in street-level bureaucrats’
interaction style. In other words: can different types of interaction style be
distinguished among the studied street-level bureaucrats?
To tackle these questions, the empirical application of the interaction style con-
struct presented here focuses on one of the three theoretically distinguished pairs of
interaction style dimensions: the dimensions autonomy support and control. Of the
three basic psychological needs, autonomy is considered the most crucial in SDT.
Moreover, beyond the field of psychology too, autonomy has been pointed out as
constitutive for human functioning and motivation (see e.g. Doyal and Gough 1984;
Sen 1999 discussed in Crocker and Robeyns 2010). At last, the degree of choice (cf.
‘personalization’) and coercion are main themes in the studies on regulatory and
social policy mentioned in the literature overview above.
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The empirical test case is the implementation of labour market activation policy by
caseworkers in the Flemish public employment service (VDAB). At the policy level,
the Flemish case fits the theoretical framework of the study well as it is not a harsh
work first activation policy aimed at ‘disciplining’ unemployed people (cf. Soss,
Fording, and Schram 2011 for the US; Caswell and Larsen 2017 for Denmark).
Instead, the Flemish government and social partners agreed in the Career
Agreement of 2012 to strive to balance activation and protection; unemployed
people’s preferences and labour market needs; and quick and sustainable job place-
ment. Moreover, the study was conducted against the background of the consolida-
tion of a major reform process in which VDAB’s caseworkers were granted a higher
degree of discretion in their daily work to assess client needs and assign tailored help,
tasks, and follow-up meetings. The steering of and within VDAB is inspired by new
managerialism (Janssen 2006) but not to the extent that the steering of caseworkers
takes the form of ‘disciplining’ as it is described for instance in the US (see Soss,
Fording, and Schram 2011) and Denmark (see Caswell and Larsen 2017).
Furthermore, as a result of the recent transfer of authority from the federal state to
the regions, caseworkers’ role in monitoring and sanctioning clients has been rein-
forced and places them unprecedentedly in a double and potentially conflicting role.
To be precise, the caseworkers must at the same time support their clients by giving
advice and help in their job search process and monitor their clients’ job search
efforts and eventually ‘transmit’ them to the internal control section in case their
efforts are deemed insufficient to remain eligible for the unemployment benefit.
VDAB is a relevant case in international perspective as it serves both unemployment
benefit recipients and social welfare recipients and proactively tackles labour market
and managerial and service delivery challenges common for public employment
services (Struyven and Van Parys 2014).
In order to study the interaction styles of the VDAB caseworkers, an online survey
was conducted from 22 August until 14 October 2016. Among the 1,436 identified
frontline staff working at VDAB identified in the staff database, at most 1,249 belong
to the described group of caseworkers. Among them, 595 participated in the survey
(response rate: 48 per cent) and 394 completed the survey (full response rate: 32 per
cent). In line with the tradition of survey-based research on interaction styles (see
section ‘'A re-conceptualization of street-level interaction styles by building upon the
SDT on human motivation’), the instrument developed to measure the caseworkers’
interaction styles consists of a battery of Likert items. The battery was constructed
such that it contains multiple items per interaction style dimension of interest. In
total, the battery comprises twenty-six items to gauge the extent to which caseworkers
act in an autonomy supportive and/or controlling way. To be precise, eight items
related to the exercise of psychological control (by triggering internal or external
pressure); five related to the exercise of behaviour control; five to offering choice; four
to looking from the clients’ perspective; and five to justifying limitation of choice.
The items were selected and adapted from a long list verified stepwise by an SDT
expert and an activation expert and through an in-depth pretest with caseworkers
and a team leader. The caseworkers had to answer how often they applied the
behaviour described by each item on a 5-point scale with 1 = (almost) never;
2 = more not than often; 3 = just as much (neutral middle point); 4 = more often
than not; and 5 = (almost) always. A frequency scale is preferred to an agreement
scale since the aim is to measure behaviour and not attitudes.
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Applying subsequently exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (robust max-
imum likelihood; with maximum 1,000 iterations and convergence criterion 0.500D-
04) in Mplus® (version 7; Muthén and Muthén [1998] 2017), it was tested to what
extent the empirical factor structure of the caseworkers’ answers reflected the theo-
retically expected (sub)dimensions of the interaction style construct. The solution
pointed to the following structure of four correlating factors (fit measures:
Chi2 = 170.93, df = 84, p = 0.00; p(the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) ≤ 0.05) = 0.26; the comparative fit index (CFI) = 0.93; Tucker-Lewis index
(TLI) = 0.92):
(1) use of behavioural control (three items) – example item: I make efforts to find
out whether the unemployed clients did what we had agreed upon
(2) use of psychological control (four items) – example item: I emphasize that
unemployed clients have the duty to make efforts in exchange for the benefit
(3) offering of choice (five items) – example item: I allow the unemployed clients
to decide things for themselves
(4) justifying limitation of choice (three items) – example item: When I impose
something upon unemployed clients, I explain its use
The reliability of these four scales and thus the multidimensionality of the inter-
action style construct were confirmed by the confidence intervals (CIs) of the Raykov
reliability estimates3 (see Table 2) computed in RStudio® (R version 3.3.2; RStudio
Team 2015).
Looking at the average scores of the caseworkers on the scale items, the case-
workers scored 3.64 on the psychological control scale; 4.34 on the use of behavioural
control scale; 3.48 on the offering of choice scale; and 4.40 on the justifying limitation
of choice scale. In other words, on average, caseworkers ‘more often than not’ use
behavioural control and justify limitation of choice. On average, the caseworkers are
less eager (‘just as much’ to ‘more often than not’) to use psychological control and to
offer choice. As expected theoretically, offering choice correlates (slightly) positively
with justifying the limitation of choice (95 per cent CI: 0.04–0.25) and clearly
negatively with psychological control (CI: −0.19 to −0.39). No correlation is found
between offering choice and behavioural control (CI: −0.14 to 0.07). Moreover, on
average, positive correlations are found among behavioural and psychological control
(CI: 0.32–0.50), between psychological control and justifying the limitation of choice
(CI: 0.26–0.44), and between behavioural control and justifying the limitation of
Table 2. The Raykov reliability estimates of the scales measuring caseworkers’ application of the three
interaction style dimensions.
Scale
No.
of
Items
Raykov
reliability
estimate
Standard
error
Estimate/
standard
error
Two-
tailed
p-value
Lower
bound
95% CI
Upper
bound
95% CI
Controlling dimension
Use of behavioural control 3 0.75 0.04 21.26 0.00 0.68 0.82
Use of psychological control 4 0.77 0.02 32.98 0.00 0.73 0.82
Autonomy supportive dimension
Offering choice 5 0.78 0.02 38.12 0.00 0.74 0.82
Justifying limitation of choice 3 0.75 0.03 30.62 0.00 0.70 0.80
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choice (CI: 0.66–0.77). The fact that the latter correlation is stronger than the one but
last is logic since the more caseworkers limit their clients’ behavioural options, the
more occasions they have to justify the imposed limitations.
Next, latent profile analysis (Vermunt and Magidson 2009) was conducted in the
programme Latent Gold® to find out whether these averages hide differences in
how caseworkers combine scores on the four dimensions. This analysis learned that
the caseworkers do not sufficiently differ in the degree to which they offer choice to
their clients to distinguish different profiles. Instead, seven interaction style types
could be identified among the caseworkers along the three remaining dimensions
(see Figure 1).
Among the seven distinguished classes, class 2 (#60) and class 6 (#26) represent the
caseworkers who make the most use of psychological control and who are among
the three classes making the most use of behavioural control. In addition, they are
among the three classes who justify the limitation of choice the most but also among
the classes who are the least eager to provide for choice. In practice, unemployed clients
may experience class 2 caseworkers rather as ‘severe but just’ and class 6 caseworkers
rather as pressuring in an autonomy frustrating way because the latter put more
emphasis on psychological control compared to the emphasis on behavioural control
and the justification for the limitation of choice. Class 7 (#24) at the bottom of the figure
comprises caseworkers whose approach tends towards ‘laissez-faire.’ These caseworkers
are the least eager to control their clients behaviourally and psychologically and to justify
limitation of choice. The other four classes represent relative moderate interaction styles.
Class 4 (#52) is a particular type since compared to classes 1, 3, and 5 (resp. #61, #43 and
#45), the former caseworkers are more eager to justify limitations of choice. This is also
the class with the highest score on the offering choice dimension and is therefore
considered as the most autonomy supportive.
Figure 1. The typology of interaction styles among the caseworkers of the Flemish public employment service
derived from the factor scores of the interaction style dimensions with latent class analysis.
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Discussion
These findings shed a more in-depth street-level light on how the VDAB-case-
workers deal with two traditional dilemmas faced by street-level workers in
welfare state institutions, that is, between autonomy and control and between
equality and responsiveness (Lipsky [1980] 2010; Hjörne, Juhila, and Van
Nijnatten 2010; Struyven and Van Parys 2014). Although the double task in
activation to give more autonomy by providing for choice on the one hand and
to control clients’ efforts on the other is often thought as irreconcilable, the
findings show that the caseworkers balance the offering of choice, the justification
of limitations of choice, and the exertion of behavioural control and psychological
control in different ways. Whereas the ‘laissez-faire’-type of caseworkers in the
sample put little effort in justifying limitations of choice and exert little beha-
vioural and psychological control, another group of caseworkers exerts both forms
of control very often. Overall, the caseworkers in the sample could provide more
room for choice. Furthermore, the identification of different types of interaction
styles emphasizes the importance of distinguishing two qualitatively different types
of control, that is, behavioural control which implies monitoring of clients’
behaviour on the one hand and psychological control which implies pressure in
the form of e.g. threatening language on the other. It is only the latter more
disciplinary type of control that is expected to undermine clients’ autonomous
motivation to engage in the activation trajectory according to the SDT. If policy-
makers and managers want to foster clients’ autonomous (rather than controlled)
motivation to partake in service delivery, SDT prescribes that caseworkers should
be learned and encouraged to apply a basic needs supportive interaction style
(offering manageable choice; justifying limitation of choice; and no psychological
control). This does not imply a ‘laissez-faire’ approach (Vansteenkiste and Van
den Broeck 2014). On the contrary, caseworkers can apply behavioural control if
they set realistic expectations and are clear about the consequences of not acting
upon them.
When it comes to the dilemma between equal treatment and responsiveness, the
findings show that clients in similar situations may not only be treated differently in
terms of what they get but also in how they are treated. Policymakers and public service
managers should be well aware of this variation at the street level (even within a single
organization) and tackle it upfront. Given the fact that interviewed VDAB-caseworkers
indicated that they have been overburdened with a growing number of guidelines, the
solution is not a curtailment of discretion by adding rules and guidelines. Rather clearer
guidelines, decision supporting targeting tools, and case-based intervision are recom-
mended to achieve more consistency in caseworkers’ activation style.
Conclusions and ways forward
In sum, this paper argued to put the study of street-level workers’ interaction
styles higher on the agenda of policy implementation and street-level bureaucracy
research. Interaction styles are a crucial aspect of street-level workers’ behaviour
(discretion-as-used) as it refers to the characteristics of how they interact with
their clients that are expected to affect their clients’ motivations and behaviours. In
neither strands of political sciences, the concept is new. Yet the analysis of the
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state of the art revealed that the concept needs a firmer theoretical basis as well as
consistency in its measurement in order to accumulate knowledge on the variety
in street-level workers’ interaction styles and their impact on client motivation and
behaviour. To overcome this state of affairs, a renewed conceptualization of
interaction styles was proposed building on the original work of May and
Winter (1999, 2000) and linking it up with the social-psychological SDT (Deci
and Ryan 1985). Confronting the interaction style construct of May and Winter
with this macro-theory on human motivation has revealed the strengths of the
former construct but also pointed to some overlooked aspects of interaction style
dimensions. The renewed conceptualization distinguishes three pairs of interaction
styles dimensions, that is the degree to which street-level bureaucrats act in an
autonomy supportive versus controlling way (1a&b), a competence supportive
versus chaotic way (2a&b), and a relatedness supportive versus a cold way
(3a&b) vis-à-vis their clients.
The first pair of dimensions was put to an empirical test. Two sub-dimensions for each
dimensionwere investigated: the degree to which caseworkers offer choice (1a1) and justify
the limitation for choice (1a2) and the degree to which caseworkers exert behavioural (1b1)
and psychological control (1b2). The data collected among the caseworkers of the Flemish
public employment service allowed to validate the developed survey-based measurement
instrument – a Likert-item battery consisting of 15 items related to the four sub-dimen-
sions. Moreover, the confirmatory factor analysis and latent profile analysis shed light on a
theoretical and empirical issue. At the theoretical level, the data confirm that autonomy
support and control are not two ends of the same continuum but distinct interaction style
dimensions which are considered as compatible by at least part of the caseworkers but not
by others. Moreover, the findings point out that a qualitative distinction has to be made
between behavioural and psychological control. Empirically, seven types of interaction
styles could be identified among the caseworkers attesting to the fact that even within the
same organization considerable variation can be found among caseworkers when it comes
to how they interact with (and thus motivate) their clients. Hence, the data shed light on
how the Flemish caseworkers deal with two classical dilemmas in street-level social work.
First, overall, the Flemish caseworkers balance autonomy support and control attesting to a
moderate activation regime. Comparative research with the newmeasurement instrument
in other countries may reveal other more permissive or disciplinary activation regimes.
Second, the identification of seven types of interaction styles among the Flemish case-
workers within a single organization raises a concern with regard to the balance between
responsiveness vis-à-vis clients and their right to equal treatment. Clearer guidelines and
regular case-based intervision are recommended to achieve more consistency in case-
workers’ activation style.
The following tasks for future research are recommended. First, while the inter-
action styles construct is supposed to be applicable and relevant to many policy areas,
the measurement instrument was developed to be applied within the employment
activation domain. This instrument is applicable to other employment activation
settings, but not necessarily to other policy domains. Theoretically, it remains to be
tested whether the multidimensional construct and the correlations found between
(sub-)dimensions are also confirmed in empirical studies in other policy domains.
Moreover, the interaction style dimensions competence support/chaos and related-
ness support/coldness are to be included in new instruments.
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Second, future research could focus on the development of additional complementary
measurement instruments. The strengths of the survey-based instrument presented here
are that it is deductively developed to empirically verify the underlying theoretical construct
and that it allows for systematic data collection across a large sample. Inherent to self-
reported interaction styles is that answers are susceptible to social desirability and biased
self-assessment. Tomoderate these tendencies, a frequency instead of an agreement answer
scale was chosen here. An alternative way to assess interaction styles is through observation.
That is, using a rating card of interaction style dimensions one or multiple researchers can
(in)directly observe and assess street-level bureaucrats’ behaviour. Yet, this approach is
time-consuming and hence costly. Either way, there is the challenge to infer interaction
styles from behaviours in particular cases and situations. In surveys, this requires self-
reflection and abstraction from the respondent; in observations, it requires a sufficiently
diverse number of rating occasions per caseworker and observer. A third way could consist
of a survey-based diary study.
Ultimately, the goal of studying interaction styles is to foster future research on (1) the
explanatory factors of variation in interaction styleswithin and between street-level workers
and (2) the causal relationship between these behaviours and the policy outcomes at client
level. When it comes to intra-individual differences, it remains to be tested to what extent
interaction styles are a fixed personal trait in analogy with personality (Beckmann and
Wood 2017). If a kind of basic interaction style tendency can be identified within individual
caseworkers, the question rises to what extent caseworkers’ actual behaviour varies from
this base as a result of circumstantial factors. Indeed, changing working conditions may
force caseworkers to deviate from their basic interaction style. Equally so the characteristics
and behaviour of clients and particularly the balance of power and interests in the client–
street-level worker relation (Nielsen 2016) may trigger deviation. In order to answer these
questions, the study of inter-individual differencesmay be complemented with the study of
intra-individual differences.
In order to shed light on the (non-)variation in interaction styles between
street-level workers, the notion of the ‘public service gap’ (Hupe and Buffat 2014)
is a promising heuristic device, particularly since it distinguishes between objec-
tive situations and how they are subjectively experienced. For instance, street-level
workers in similar ‘objective’ situations may apply different interaction styles
because of e.g. their varying coping strategies and capacities, different motivations
(Vandenabeele 2007), and/or different degrees of policy alienation (Tummers,
Bekkers, and Steijn 2009).
The second goal to investigate how interaction styles affect client outcomes at first
sight overlaps with the goal of policy evaluation studies. Though as Winter (1999) argues
implementation and street-level studies have a complementary role to play. The design
and methods applied in these studies assume that these interventions are assigned to
clients by caseworkers in a standardized and neutral way. Yet, as this paper has shown
realistic evaluation, studies should account for the diversity in the interaction styles of
the caseworkers involved in delivering activation towards their unemployed clients.
Notes
1. Next to controlled and autonomous motivation, the self-determination theory also distin-
guishes ‘a-motivation.’ This state implies that the individual has no intention to act (Ryan
et al. 2011).
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2. To be sure, SDT does not suggest that caseworkers apply a supportive interaction style in order
to elicit compliance as a way of manipulation. A genuine need supportive style implies that the
choice to engage or not is ultimately left to the client but that the client is well informed about
the consequences of each option. However, it is expected that clients will be more autono-
mously motivated to engage if they experience choice, competence, and respect.
3. Like Cronbach alpha, the Raykov rho test compares the share of true score variance to the total
observed variance in the set of measures (Raykov 2004). The Raykov test is chosen here because
an important assumption of the Cronbach alpha test – that the factor loadings of the indicators
on the latent factor are equal (tau equivalence) – is violated in the case of these data.
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